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WHAT EMPLOYERS NEED TO KNOW 2 
A child growing up with a disability is entitled to services that support their ability to 
succeed in both social and educational environments throughout their childhood.  The ultimate 
goal behind these services is that the supports and education are the foundation of a child’s 
transition into independent living.  The services and support provided during their school-age 
years are intended to assist in improving their quality of life.  There is a roadblock for those with 
disabilities, which is the rocky transition from high school to post-educational life. This 
transition is essential for the success of the child’s long-term employment and independence. 
This paper will review research focusing primarily on those with intellectual disabilities.  
Intellectual disabilities are defined as a person(s) who is found to have limited cognitive 
functioning such as communication, taking care of oneself, and social skills (National Down 
Syndrome Society, 2020).  Common diagnoses associated with intellectual disabilities are Down 
Syndrome, Autism, William’s Syndrome, Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, as well as countless others. 
The primary goals of this paper are to demonstrate the importance of successful transitioning, 
describe the lack of support for those with different abilities, and identify the need for a more 
inclusive environment for those with different abilities within the workplace. The hope and call 
to action is for employers to realize that when a person is employed, they are not only 
contributing to society, but they are enhancing the quality of life for all stakeholders involved. 
Background 
The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 was a revolutionary piece of legislation. The goal of this 
piece of legislation was to guarantee the civil rights of a person with a disability. The bill shined 
a light on the importance of seeing somebody with a disability as worthy of human rights 
(Friedman, 1993). Specific provisions within the act obligated employers to provide “reasonable 
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accommodations” within the workplace. Section 504 specifically prohibits discrimination against 
somebody in any program that receives federal assistance, requiring workplaces to document 
their compliance annually (Friedman, 1993). Friedman explains how the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 was the first piece of federal legislation prohibiting discrimination in our country and paved 
the way for the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which provided civil rights and protections for people 
with disabilities. The most recent legislation, The American with Disabilities Act of 1990, is yet 
another extension to provide additional protections to those with disabilities, only this time 
protections were extended into the private sector. These pieces of legislation changed history as 
we know it, moving towards a more inclusive nation and world. An individual's rights are based 
on the fact that they are human with capabilities and worth. The importance of the history tells us 
that creating a more inclusive place, especially within the working sector, for those with a 
disability is a law that protects and keeps employers accountable. This law is important and 
critical to providing protection, however; it does nothing to move our society’s mindset in seeing 
the value of people with disabilities.  Moving forward, it is important to understand the 
continuing need for inclusivity within the workplace, seeing those with a disability as a valued 
member of society, and ones who are worthy and an asset to the workplace. 
Unsuccessful Transitions and Negative Attitudes Lead to Lack of Support 
When a young person with a disability transitions from high school into the working 
world, they are between the ages of 18 and 21. The goal during this transition is to identify a way 
to live at a level of independence that is both productive and safe, depending on their ability 
level. Ginsburg and Rapp (2013), ethnographic researchers in New York City, focused on 
creating innovative transition programs and found “​that young adults with disabilities were too 
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often “transitioning to nowhere” as they left high school.”​ This research has shown the nation is 
“wildly out of compliance with federal legislation mandating transition planning for young adults 
with disabilities as they prepare to leave high school.” The findings demonstrate young adults 
with disabilities are left with few options during this rite of passage to young adulthood 
(Ginsburg & Rapp, 2013). A rite of passage that is such a strong determination of quality of life 
after school age years.  
Parents of these young adults play a key role in the success of the transition. Pilnick 
(2011), a researcher focusing on the importance of a positive parental role in transitioning to 
young adulthood, points to the importance of self-determination being critical for a young adult 
to find interest in finding employment. Pilnick (2011) reveals an important factor determining 
whether or not a person with a disability is going to choose employment is whether or not that 
person has the determination to find employment after transitioning out of high school. Parents 
are critical at this point, providing support and guidance during this time, as the young adult 
searches for viable employment opportunities.  
This is an important phase as it exhibits to employers that those who have reached out to 
find a job, are the ones who are determined and committed to work.  Although people with 
disabilities are determined and committed to work, often they are not provided the opportunity to 
hold a position long enough to develop any “real” skills.  According to the book, ​“Inclusion of 
Students with Disabilities in Tertiary Education and Employment (2011),” ​it is found that when 
young adults with disabilities do have access to employment, it is most likely they hold jobs that 
are temporary or seasonal. They are normally not taught professionally marketable skills, which 
results in recurrent unemployment. It is stated that, “in the United States, 56% of young adults 
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with disabilities who were working in 2008 had been in employment for less than 10 months” 
(Inclusion of Students, 2011).  
The question to answer is, why are employers not keeping or able to keep those with 
different abilities for longer than a year? “​Employing people with disabilities: Impact of attitude 
and situation”​ reports a study seeking to provide a basis for professionals looking to implement 
the American with Disabilities Act. People were asked to respond to a series of questions, 
looking at their attitudes towards those with disabilities. The importance of this study is that the 
main concern people reported, negatively, was the cost of accommodations employers would 
have to make for those with disabilities. Despite these concerns it actually can be stated that 
accommodations are annually reported at no cost or of some reporting less than $500 for an 
entire organization (Berry, 1995). This is a reflection of people’s bias. Berry continues to explain 
that although the overarching concern reported is cost, it almost always actually resulted in a lack 
of exposure to a person with a disability, leading to a negative attitude towards their presence, 
specifically in the workplace. In summary, people who are not around those with disabilities 
have a negative attitude towards the idea of having them in the workplace. Research can 
demonstrate to employers the value those with different abilities have. The U.S. Department of 
Labor: Office of Disability Employment Policy ​(ODEP)​ gives a clear, concise argument to those 
who are unsure of hiring people with different abilities. There are a handful of findings this 
office has found to be true, all findings coming from businesses who report to highly value, 
acknowledge their worth and seek out employees with different abilities. One of these findings 
saw that inclusive businesses reported having a more inclusive environment for all employees, 
seeing employees develop stronger empathy towards each other and improved morale overall. 
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They also found that those with disabilities are committed workers, striving when coworkers 
believe in their worth within the business (U.S Department of Labor, 2020).  
Cultural environment has a direct effect on a person’s success within a business. Those 
with disabilities are greatly impacted by a positive and inclusive environment, giving room for 
mentorship, guidance, and support (​Kulkarni, 2011). Kulkarni also explained that this goes 
beyond those with disabilities, giving those without a disability a space to see value in 
themselves and in their co-workers with a disability. While a person with a disability may take 
longer to complete a task, each one of us holds value in this world, a skill set we have worked 
towards, and giving one another the space and encouragement to use these skills creates a more 
inclusive environment for all. It is even reported that 78% of Fortune 500 companies believe 
there should be more done in their company to integrate and include people with disabilities 
(Berry, 1995). This being an article reporting in 1995, it can be inferred that this number is even 
higher now, as inclusivity within the workplace is a growing trend seen in the marketplace. 
There is hope. 
ODEP is currently working on a project called the Employment First State Leadership 
Mentoring Program. This program works to ensure that young adults with disabilities are given 
more opportunities within the jobs they currently hold or are looking for. This program may 
serve as a model for organizations and businesses that hope to be more inclusive in moving 
forward but still needing guidance when employing those with disabilities. The program creates 
models for states to continue working towards stronger delivery systems in hopes to support 
people with disabilities obtaining jobs and contribute as taxpayer citizens (U.S. Department of 
Labor’s Office, 2018). By prioritizing inclusive employment the program is striving to honor the 
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provisions of the legislation passed by lawmakers and to ensure that people with disabilities are 
able to contribute to society and improve their quality of life. 
Call to Action 
There is no doubt that the transition a young adult makes after high school is imperative 
to the achievement in their adult life. The transition a young adult endures can either have a 
positive effect or have an exceedingly negative effect on the student’s successes later on in life. 
Throughout this paper, it was concluded that with parent’s advocacy and meticulous transitional 
programming, and self-determination, a young adult with a different ability has the capacity to be 
successful post high school graduation. The report on ​“The Post-High School Outcomes...” ​by 
the National Center for Special Education Research composes this essential finding: When an 
individual is unemployed, the results include a loss in wages, which affects our economy, as well 
as the “reduced quality of life for the individual and diminished growth capacity for society as a 
whole (Sanford, 2011).” When a person is employed, they are not only contributing to society, 
they have a higher quality of life, giving their transition from school to adulthood purpose and 
positive trajectory for the rest of their life. These findings sum up the paramount significance 
successful transitioning has, especially for a young adult with a disability transitioning to 
employment. It is at this critical point that the responsibility falls to employers and a realization 
of the benefits of including those with disabilities in the workplace must be considered. 
The concluding factors that should be evaluated for further change in transitioning have 
much to do with employing those with disabilities. It is startling to read that people with 
disabilities need continuous training to assist in building coping, self-advocacy, and 
communication skills. These skills can further develop personal growth and improve persistence 
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and self-efficiency (Lindstrom, 2011). Although there is validity to this statement, there is an 
argument to be made. It is well understood that those with disabilities have a harder time with 
self-efficiency, coping and communication skills. The question that now must be asked is why 
have we come to the conclusion that for people with disabilities to be able to be hired and 
maintain employment they have to build the skills that their disability is not capable of? This is 
in direct conflict with allowing those with disabilities to continue to build upon the skills they are 
naturally inclined to be successful at based on their ability. Is this a result in the lack of 
communication and coping skills, or is it a lack regarding inclusion within the professional 
world? Are businesses, agencies, and schools lacking in education regarding inclusion? If there 
were more emphasis on the fact the professional world already has adequate communication 
skills, we should reconstruct jobs to be more inclusive towards those whose communication 
skills may be lacking, but who have the ability to perform other, necessary tasks and are being 
underutilized.  Disability support services for students also pays very little attention to 
employment in their admission and support strategies, furthering the argument that employers 
tend to stress academic performance and intelligence to the detriment of employment and 
development of useful life skills (Inclusion of Students, 2011).  This is literally showing that 
businesses are too often stressing the importance of how the support that is needed will detriment 
the employee's success, when in reality they are simply stating that they are unable to employ a 
person because of the services they will need to succeed in a job task. When businesses become 
educated about inclusion and modifying job tasks, they could see the value in people’s abilities 
and look past services that could enhance an employee's job performance specific to the status 
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quo. The lack of empathy towards those with disabilities leads people to often feel abandoned 
when seeking to find employment (Inclusion of Students, 2011). 
Furthermore, transitioning a young adult after high school is imperative to the successes a 
student will have in their later careers. The more others believe in somebody’s ability, the more a 
person will believe in themselves. There is a need for a shift in attitude towards people with 
disabilities. Parry and colleges (2010) surveyed 100 people, in hopes to obtain information about 
people’s attitudes towards those with disabilities. The survey asked people if they feel 
comfortable working with people with disabilities. The importance in the findings was that it was 
concluded that there is a need for those without disabilities to interact with those with a disability 
to overcome any bias they have toward them (Parry et al., 2010). This is essential for employers 
to understand. Bias is thrown out the door the more a person is around somebody with a 
disability. The way to demolish negative bias towards people with disabilities is to have them in 
the workplace.  
Furthermore, there is a key question to be addressed and could change the way employers 
and researchers look at young adults with disabilities. Are we transitioning them to the best of 
their abilities? As future employers, how can we be more inclusive, empathetic, and open to their 
various needs? I would urge employers to educate themselves on their own bias, their company 
bias, and their environment within their workspace and evaluate where inclusivity is lacking. By 
shifting the narrative toward more inclusive practices and workplaces, advocates for those with 
different abilities will have laid a foundation to move forward with meaningful research 
regarding further inclusive practices and the associated outcomes of incorporating those with 
different abilities.  
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